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Laurie Van Leuven has a vision that would realize the potential of social
media for emergency managers.
The rise of collaboration sites such as Facebook and Twitter and other
Web 2.0 technologies has ignited a phalanx of studies, theses and
conferences on how to harness the power of social media, but Van
Leuven believes there is more worth to be groomed from that kind of
technology.
As a Center for Homeland Defense and Security fellow in Washington,
D.C., Van Leuven is working at the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) for one year. Her centerpiece project is developing a
multi-media web page that would be a one-stop informational site for
decision-makers and the public alike during catastrophic incidents. Her
concept of a disaster forum would aggregate information coming from
disparate agencies and levels of government while enlisting the public
with and without smart phones to report dire situations on the ground.
"We haven’t really seen an overarching strategic solution at any layer of
government on how to build a framework for how the public should
share that information with us," said Van Leuven, whose regular job is
serving as Emergency Management Strategic Advisor with Seattle Public Utilities.
She likens her concept to the National Incident Management System (NIMS) that was crafted in the wake of the 9/11
attacks to standardized disaster response. Van Leuven’s vision would create a National Emergency Information
System that combines the public’s adoption of existing social media sites with local governments’ need to engage,
alert and notify those who may be impacted. This concept is in line with FEMA’s recent shift to the "Whole
Community" approach to disaster management. FEMA’s Whole Community concept recognizes members of a
community as resources rather than liabilities and it empowers all segments of the population to prepare and
respond during a disaster, enabling emergency responders to focus their efforts on more vulnerable populations.
For decision-makers, Van Leuven would like to develop a web portal that would capture and aggregate message
threads from numerous social media sites via hashtags during emergency incidents. That would help emergency
managers spot trends as people tweet, blog and post video or audio of their individual situation during an event. As it
stands now, a large segment of the population is comfortable using Web 2.0 technology in their daily lives, but that
information needs to be organized in a way that is useful to emergency managers and responders.
"We need to aggregate those dialogs so that we can see those trends develop," Van Leuven said. "It’s like watching
a school of fish in the ocean. If one single fish swims by, you don’t notice. But a large school of fish is very visible,
similar to a lot of people ‘Tweeting’ about the same incident."
Secondly, the web portal would be a one-stop vetted information hub for those seeking information during a time of
disaster. Rather than trying to "friend or follow" single government bodies or non-profit relief agencies, residents
could find information from multiple sources within one web portal as various entities post their own information on
their websites.
For convenience, the portal would have a common URL address that would provide access to numerous cities
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across the country as well as a national picture. So, people who travel, or even commute to work, could get
information about numerous areas locally and nationally by logging on to a site easily located because of a
consistent naming convention.
With her idea firmly established in her mind’s eye, Van Leuven is taking steps to bring the project to fruition. One
advantage of working in the nation’s capitol is the ability to ensure her idea is heard by the right people.
This fellowship project is rooted in Van Leuven’s CHDS thesis titled "Optimizing Citizen Engagement during
Emergencies through Use of Web 2.0 Technologies." While attending conferences she has mixed with academics
and practitioners from the United Kingdom and New Zealand who were interested in her work. Moreover, capitalizing
on CHDS Alumni connections within the emergency management departments in Montgomery County, Md., and
Arlington County, Va. there is expressed interest in the National Capital Region participating in a pilot program for
Van Leuven’s project.
The rigorous writing- and research-based curriculum at CHDS has helped her prepare to meet that challenge.
"I have to credit the whole Master’s Degree Program process because it sharpens the analytical thinking that is
required to present ideas, concepts and solutions in a concise way that will be well received by others," she said.
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